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This paper was researched by Ray Morriss Martin, fourth
generation resident of Bethel Community. Maternal side of
family - great grandmother, Jane Curtis Crawford,
grandfather, William (Bill) Crawford, mother, Etta Crawford
Morriss. Father's side — grandfather, J. H. Morriss,

father, A. E. Morriss.

Frankie Sprabary, Olin Millican and Myrtle Watson gave
invaluable information and assistance in compiling this

material. Thanks to each of them.
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INTRODUCTION

Roots are deep in the Bethel Community through colorful
heritage that is ours who are descendents of the early
families. We wish to preserve this heritage and show the
love and integrity that existed within this wonderful
community and to receive an historical marker to manifest
our love and appreciation of our forefathers. It is for
this purpose we have humbly compiled the historical facts

and stories of the early days of the Bethel community.



LOCATION OF THE BETHEL COMMUNITY, SCHOOL AND CHURCH IN

RELATION TO 1989 SETTLEMENT

Bethel Community does not exist as such in 1989. The
Bethel community was located north and west of present day
Lewisville and included all of the present City of Highland
Village, incorporated in 1963, and parts of the cities of
Flower Mound, incorporated in 1961, and Copper Canyon

incorporated in 1973.

The school was located on FM 407 at the northwest corner
of Highland Village Road. The church was across the road on

the south side of 407 (See freehand drawn map on next page)

THE REPUBLIC OF TEXAS AND THE PETERS COLONY

The Bethel community had its beginnings with "The
Republic of Texas".

"The young Republic of Texas was in dire need of men and
means, and strenuous efforts were being made to colonize the
country. Colonization contracts were made on easy terms."

(1)

"The Fifth Congress on January 4, 1841 passed an act
granting to married settlers 640 acres of land, to single

settlers 320 acres, under certain conditions of settlement."

(2)
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"Section four of said act authorized the President to make a
contract with W. S. Peters and eighteen others
(collectively) to colonize land covering much of North
Texas, the whole of what was afterwards set off as Denton
County. (3) The contract was afterward amended and many
legislative acts were passed explaining and validating land
titles under it. It was a prolific field of contention for

years afterward." (4)

"W. 5. Peters and his company were to receive as their
compensation ten sections of land for each one hundred
families, and ten half-sections for each one hundred single
men colonized in their territory and who complied with the
colonization laws.'" Peters and Company had only to pay the
State for the patent office fees which amounted to about
fifteen dollar for each patent with the understanding that

these fees could be passed on to the settlers. (5)

On February 5, 1842 the Sixth Congress authorized the
President to make colonization contracts with other parties
on the same terms and conditions. A good number of such
contracts were made. Dissatisfaction and confusion arose
among the settlers. On Jan. 16, 1843 Congress passed a
joint resolution authorizing the President to modify said
contracts and extend the same. The contracts became a
source of fraud and contentiqn and the Eighth Congress

repealed the law authorizing the President to make such



contracts and ordered him to have forfeited all contracts

whose terms had not been rigidly observed. (6)

"The Peters Colonization contract had so much to do with
Denton County's land titles and her colonists that it became
necessary to go more into its details. The settlers were
not getting their land patents. The Third Legislature of
the State of Texas on March 21, 1850 passed an act to secure
to the actual settlers of the colony the lands to which they
were entitled and authorized the governor to appoint a
Commission to adjudicate the rights of the settlers to land
surveyed, where the field notes could not be found. The
Commissioners met the people at Dallas, McKinney, Sherman,
Alton (then the county seat of Denton County) and
Waxahachie. This adjudication with the settlers was to be
without prejudice to the Company in their settlement with

the State. (7)

The Peters Colony had an office in the southeastern part
of Denton éounty where its business was transacted. Oliver
Hedgecoke was employed as their agent and Judge S. A.
Venters as their land clerk. Their land surveyors were
engaged in sectioning the Colony's lands and probably had
most of Denton County sectioned and ready to turn into the

land office. (8)



"Problems arose about the location of the land. The
settlers wanted to make their own choice of lines. Hence
the land lines in many part of Denton County run at various

angles, much to the detriment to good roads." (9)

The Fourth Legislature passed an act relating to lands in
the Peter's Colony. There had been four contracts by the
President and the Colony 1) August 30, 1941, 2) November 20,
1841, 3) July 26, 1842, and 4) January 20, 1843, making

altogether one modified contract. (10)

"This act gave the metes and bounds of the Colony as
follows: beginning at a point on the Red River, in said four
contracts specially defined and running thence along the
extreme eastern boundary to said grant south 100 miles;
thence west 164 miles, thence north to Red River, thence
down said river to the place of the beginning. This act was
to compromise the differences between the Colony and the
settlers and the State of Texas and to have suits dismissed

which had been brought at Austin to forfeit their contracts"
(11)

“This act provided for the recognition of the Certificates
issued by Thomas William Ward, Commissioner for the Colony,
and proof and oath of the Colonists in the absence of a
certificate; for the recognition of the surveys made by the
Colony's officials or the surveys made by the district or

County surveyers, and the right of the colonist to select

his own land." (12)



The compromise permitted the Colony to locate their land
outside of the Colony and in a body. They were allowed
1,700 sections of land in a body, or about two counties.
This land eventually became Young and Throckmorton counties.
The act was passed February 10, 1852 giving the settlers
until July 4, 1852 to file on the land. A supplementary act
was passed in 1853 extending the time for the settlers

to file on their land, requiring the Colony to file their
records with the Commissioner of the General Land Office.

(13)

Before these contracts were closed the amount of land
given to the immigrant had been reduced to 320 acres for a
married man and 160 acres for a single man. The settlers
were required to make improvements and live upon the land

three years and have proof of =same befare a pakent esuld be

issued. (14)

The land within the Peters Colony was virgin land known
only to migratory Indians, the Texas Rangers and occasional

prospectors passing through. (15)

Seymour Connor's Peters Colony gives maps showing the

land entitlements for the four contracts as well ag a map
of the actual settlement in the Peters Colony.(16) Each map
clearly shows Denton County to be in the midst of the

territory. (See appendix)



Among the provisions of the Peters Colony contract was
the offer to them of one seetion of land for the erection
of a church within a settlement of 100 families, (17) and a
final clause that required that the immmigrants be of good

moral character. (18)
HOW THE PEOPLE REACHED THE AREA

The Eighth Congress of Texas in February 5, 1844 passed an
act establishing the Central National Road of the Republic
of Texas. It was to begin near the mouth of the Big Elm on
the banks of the Trinity River and run north to the Red
River opposite the mouth of the Kiomisha River (which enters
the Red River from the north). The President appointed a
five member commission to lay out the road which the people
called Preston Road. (19) Preston Road ran one and one half
miles east and 30 miles parallel to the present day eastern
boundary of Denton County. It started near the present
Courthouse in Dallas and ran north up the Collin County
Ridge to Preston Bend on the Red River, a distance of nearly

seventy miles. (20)

There were fords and ferries on the Red River at Preston
Bend as well as on the Trinity River and on the Brazos River
at Waco. Only small branches needed to be crossed the
entire length of the road. Thus this great public highway
was the open door to Texas for the immigrants coming from

the north. (21)



Bettlers came to Texas from Kentucky, Tennessee, Arkansas
and Missouri to lay claim to the land grants and headrights

that were given them in the Peters Colony.

Peters who lived in Tennessee was a musician and owned a
music store. He was a close friend to Stephen F. Foster.

It is not known if Peters every actually came to Texas.

Four or five families settling close to one another
called themselves by the name of one of the settlers and
were Known by these names to people in other settlements.
(22) "In later years more impersonal names were chosen. As a
result the old settlements and their early designations have

almost lost their identity". (23)

The first settlement in Denton County was in the
southeast corner of the county in 1843 or 44 and was called
the Bridges Settlement. By 1844 the settlement extended
west of Elm Fork. When Holford settled on the prairie,
Holford (also know as Hallford) Prairie Settlement came into
being. (24) The eastern end of the Prairie, present day
Lewisville, was settled by John W King family who had come
from near Bonham.

In the fall of 1844 a large contingent of families from
Platt County, Missouri arrived and settled on the west end

of the Prairie.(25) "They brought with them their families,

10



their dogs, guns and religion — Baptist”. (26) They settled
?ég?e to each other for self-protection from the Indians.
The first church house of note was called the Holford
Prairie Hall. It was about midway of the Prairie from East
to West and on the north side of a grove of trees that
extended out into the prairie. The Masons occupied the
second floor of the two story wooden structure which also
contained port holes to ward off Indian attacks. The first
floor was used as a church and school. All denominations
worshiped in the building. The building eventually burned.
Burials were made on the land adjoining the hall and
evenutally the cemetary became known as The Old Hall

Cemetary.

0ld Masonic records state that the only requirements for
the use of the hall were that there would be no religious
debates: no one could make remarks that would cast any
reflection on another person's religious beliefs; the hall
had to be swept clean after being used and people had to

furnish their own candles. (28)

With the coming of the railroad in 1881 (29) a church and

school came into being in the town of Lewisville.

The region west of the Holford Prairie was filling up

fast. Instead of settlements, the people were considered

11



communities. It is the community just west of Holford
Prairie and overlapping Holford Prairie that is the subject

of this paper — the Bethel Community.

WAGON TRAIN ROUTE

Wagon trails made their mark in Denton County. The ruts
cut deep into the soil. One such trail came by what is now
0ld Hall Cemetery. According to Olin Millican, years later
the marks still could be seen on the Millican farm until

developers removed them forever.

Settlers followed the "0ld Wagon Trail" to arrive in the
region that later became known as the Bethel Community.

A January 7, 1977 unpublished article written by Olin
Millican, grandson of G. T. Millican an original settler,
deals with the Pioneer Settlement Trail in an article
entitled "A Pioneer Hallford Prairie Settlement Trail".
(See appendix)

Map plotted by Olin Millican can be seen in appendix.

FRIE SCHOOL

The early settlers formed settlements for protection
against the Indians as well as for social purposes. Usually
the settlement took the name of one of the families. Land

was donated for the early schools and frequently carried the
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name of the grantor of the land.

The strong desire for schooling for their children and
the fear of God in their hearts was the motivating force for
the establishment of combined school-church facilities which
became the center for community life. Also the Peters
Colony set aside land for such purposes. From the map, Vol
1, page 81 in Denton County Record, we find that a portion
of both the E. T. Clary #2488 and the Elisha Smith # 1160
Surveys became such a center in the Bethél Community. (30)
The school was located on the southern end of the E. T.
Clary Survey and the church on the northern end of Elisa

Smith Survey.

The Peters Colony patented to Elisha T. Clary and his
heirs six hundred and forty acres No. 248 by commissioners
of Peters Colony on the 11th day of April, 1850. However,
the official transfer of the land by Governor E. M. Pease
and S. Crosby, Commissioner of the Gen'l Land Office did
not occur until October 20, 1855. (31) According to the
Deed Record Vol. 12 No. 439 this land is situated in Denton
County on Hickgry Creek , a tributary of the Elm Fork of the
Trinity River about 4 and 1/2 miles S and E from Alton

(County Seat) . (32)

In 1854 Anderson Nowlin bought the E. T Clary Survey #248
for $240.00 dollars (about .375 cents per acre). This was
located by virtue of Clary's headright certificate of his

13



Emigration Grantee to Peters. The transaction was signed by
Denton County Clerk, A. P. Lloyd at Alton July 31, 1854.

(33)

F. M. Frie bought land on the north side of the Elisha
Smith Survey #1160 March 29, 1870 from S. H. Crawford and
an additional 73.5 acres on the north side of this survey in

1872 from Wm Woodrum. (34)

The Fries set aside two acres for a school-church from
the Smith survey and the Nowlins set aside two acres for

the same purpose from the Clary survey.

"Know all men by these present that we Anderson Nowlin
and F. M. Frie for and consideration of the advancement of
learning and promotion of school in our naborhood and have
grant, donate, and grante and do by these presents do give
donate and grant each of us two acres of the land belonging
to tracts, which we now own, to Philop Eaglas, (Sigler?) John
Crawford, and Meradeth Fox Trustees for the School District
No. 3 - District No. 1 in said county and to their
successors in office for the purpose of building a school
house upon to be used as such and for no other purposes only
public worhip Saturdays and Sundays so as to not enterfere
with school hours — free to all denominations, said four

acres of land is situated west of and near to the present

14



Residence of said F. M Frie and will be identified by the
building of the schoolhouse extending in such form around
the house ag said trustees may. desire. To have and to hold
the said tract or parcel of land for the use and purpose
already named.unto them the said Philop Eaglas, John
Crawford and Meradeth Fox and their successors in Office for
ever. Provided always that if said school house should ever
be appropriated to or for any other use than the one herein
already named this deed shall be void and our lands revert
to us again, our heirs, executors or administrators." The

document was signed February 21, 1871.(395)

The school was built on the Clary Survey side of the road
(North side of FM 407) and was called the Frie Schoolhouse.
It was a one room building and was used for worship on

Saturdays and Sundays, thus serving as a community center.

FRIE - BETHEL SCHOOL DISTRICT # 63

The map showing the surveys constituting the Frie -
Bethel School district No. 63 is shown on the following
page. Many of the names of the early settlers are

represented by the land patents.

Frie School was built on the land donated by Anderson
Nowlin sometime after 1871. The exact date has not been

found.

15
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When the Fries sold their property to C. 8. Wilkins on
December 25, 1873 the two acres set aside for school and

worship were not included in the transaction. (36)

In 1884 Texas State law required the establishing of
numbered common school districts by Commissicners Court. The
numbering of the school districts started in the
Northeastern portion of the county with No. 1 and
crisscrossed the county. By this system Bethel-Fry school
was assigned number 63 which had to be displayed over the
door of the school in large numbers. Commissioners Court
records refer to Frie School in 1877, but in 1884 school
district No. 63 was referred to as Bethel — Fry. (37)

The changing of the school's name coincided with the
building of the Bethel Church in 1882. According to an

article appearing in The Record Chronicle, September 7, 1952

by Dr. W. N. Rowell, who had attended Frie School, the

named changed to Bethel when the church was built.

Dr. Rowell stated that the Fry Schoolhouse was the center
of all activities for the growing community of farmers and
cattlemen. Children attended the school from within a
radius of several miles. The school term was only four or
five months each winter, often under the instruction of

poorly qualified teachers. Under these conditions the

16



students were supposed to acquire an education that would
fit them for any position that would come along in future
years.

Although the exact date when the Fry school was erected
is unknown, it was thought to have been among the first
schools built in Denton County. The building was
constructed of heavy lumber hewed and sawed from native
timber. It was weather — boarded but with no under pinnings
or inside ceiling. One fireplace heated the school. On
cold days there would always be a group of children standing
before a roaring wood fire, twisting and turning in an

effort to keep both back and front warm. (38)

The first seats were very crude and far from comfortable.
Few of them had backs and many were of the kind known as
split log benches. These were made by splitting in half an
oak log eight or ten inches in diameter and from 6 to 10 ft
long, care being taken that the tree selected to be used had
a smooth body and straight running grain. The flat side of
the log was the seat of the bench. Holes were bored in the
bottom, or round side, into which legs made from well
seasoned oak or hickory were driven and securely wedged.
"While by the use of the broadaxe and froe, some effort was

made to smooth the surface of the seats". (39)
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